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			Like as the waves make towards the pebbl’d shore,
So do our minutes hasten to their end.
William Shakespeare

			‘I could tell you my adventures — beginning from this morning,’
said Alice a little timidly: ‘but it’s no use going back to yesterday,
because I was a different person then.’
Lewis Carroll
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			Prologue

			Adelaide, August 2011

			My grandmother always said to be careful of shadows. However, by the time I turned fourteen, fear had taken on a different form. It could be that strange man, who followed you home until they suddenly turned left and entered a block of units. Or it was a car that passed by driving slowly, before doing a U-turn and coming back. Should I run? The driver pulling up alongside you, beginning to roll down the window. The breath clenched tight inside your lungs. Waiting. Holding. Only letting go when the driver asked for directions.

			When I went for a run after school, I stuck to the main roads and only kept one headphone in, so that I could always hear behind me. If I walked to the shops after dinner, I went in a pair with another boarder. Both of us held our room keys in our fists, with the metal tip jutting out, like we’d been told in self-defence classes. These were the rules as a teenage girl that I understood. My grandmother’s warnings about the shadows seemed as though they belonged in a fairy-tale, along with the bogey-man, and monsters lurking under the bed.

			Growing up, my Grandma Penny had been my best friend. I’d often stay at her house on weekends, where we’d cook together in the kitchen, and drive to Semaphore and take long walks on the beach. My favourite moments were when she told me about her life: being a secretary during the London Blitz or travelling to China during the Cultural Revolution. I loved the little details she shared: about the heroics of the Fire Watch at St Cuthbert’s, the damaged gas lines, and the mystery novels she read in the Anderson shelter during German bombing raids.

			Yet, as I grew older, sport and parties had begun to fill my weekends. It was often easier to stay with a day-girl, then Grandma Penny on an Exeat, as they were already going to the same hockey match or some party two suburbs over that evening. Sure, we still talked regularly on the phone, but I missed the smell of my grandmother’s baking, the sound of her cat purring, and our laughter. 

			Yet, one weekend, I found myself at my grandmother’s place. My parents were interstate for a funeral, and they had cancelled hockey. The thought of sleeping-in on Saturday morning, and then spending the afternoon in front of the fire, cuddling her cat, Telemachus, seemed for once more appealing than a party up in the hills.

			Penny picked me up on Friday afternoon from the boarding school in her mustard Volkswagen beetle, the exhaust backfiring like a series of gunshots that made Mr Mortimer, the teacher on duty, flinch.

			‘Darling, I’ve missed you,’ she said, squeezing my arm.

			I grinned. ‘Me too.’

			The next morning, Penny made us Anzac biscuits while playing Bach cello concertos on her record player. We set up the chessboard on the kitchen table and played several rounds before lunch. Afterwards, we replaced a washer on the laundry tap and patched some cracks in the living room ceiling with plaster and then painted over them. However, the highlight was always our matinee movie sessions at 3 pm. My grandmother, never bothered much about whether a film was rated M or PG. To her, watching movies with me was a formal part of my education that she took seriously, even if I still have flashbacks from watching Alfred Hitchcock’s The Birds at age eleven. Together, we had viewed The Bridge on the River Kwai, Dr Zhivago, The Great Escape, To Kill A Mockingbird, Psycho and Lawrence of Arabia. Movies that I told my friends ‘sucked,’ even though I secretly liked them. Today Penny’s choice was Schindler’s List. According to the summary I found online, the film told the story of how Oskar Schindler tried to save the Polish Jews from the Nazi concentration camps.

			Afterwards we went for a twilight walk, or a pre-dinner ‘constitutional’, as Penny liked to call it, beside the river. Between the gum trees that lined the riverbank, the light was the colour of cold water. Our breaths rose in clouds of steam as I questioned my grandmother about Hitler. The image of that girl from Schindler’s List lying dead amongst the black-and-white bodies had seared itself into my fourteen-year-old brain.

			‘Why didn’t someone just assassinate Hitler?’ I asked.

			‘Oh, they tried. Von Stauffenberg even placed a bomb under a table in 1944, but Hitler survived,’ said Penny.

			The shadows were lengthening, their branches strangling our silhouettes.

			‘But think, Grandma, how many lives would have been saved if they had assassinated Hitler before the start of World War Two? There would have been no Holocaust. No ghettos or gas chambers.’

			A branch snapped in the bushes nearby. 

			‘True, that’s one way of thinking about it. But also consider this—World War Two and the Holocaust might never have occurred if they had accepted Hitler into art school. Think about it. He was a lonely child beaten by his father, then a failed artist, and last, an angry war veteran. Imagine if someone had intervened and showed him some kindness.’

			‘Well, it’s a pity then that no one has invented a time machine yet,’ I snorted. ‘Imagine all the suffering that might have been avoided if we could just go back in history and offer young Adolf a pack of tissues and a comforting shoulder.’

			For a second, my words sat there between us. Penny glanced at me as she adjusted the crown on the oversized watch called a Tempus Imperium that she liked to wear.

			‘Unfortunately, time doesn’t work like that. It’s a stream built on cause and consequence. One small change can have a billion unintended effects. In meteorological science, they describe it as the Butterfly Effect. That’s why physicists don’t build time machines; they fear the havoc they could create.’ Yet Penny had glanced down at her watch again when she said that final sentence. Usually, when my grandmother made a point, her gaze didn’t move. She believed in eye contact and directness. 

			‘Gosh, its got dark quickly tonight,’ I paused, sensing the silence surrounding us. We hadn’t seen another person since Penny and I had begun our walk. Where were the dog-walkers and cyclists? The children on their scooters? The joggers with their heart rate monitors?

			‘Let’s get moving, it’s cold.’ Penny hooked her arm through mine and started to hurry.

			I kept my eyes on the black tangle of scrub and fallen branches that ran along the edge of the pathway. The last thing I needed was a sprained ankle with hockey finals in two weeks. Crack! Another branch splintered in the scrub. Two yellow eyes flashed ahead.

			‘Huh? What was that?’

			Penny snapped around, her eyes darting between the trees and bushes.

			‘Two eyes over there!’

			‘Where?’

			I pointed down the pathway to the right. Hu-huff… Hu-huff… Hu-huff. Something was panting nearby.

			Penny pushed in front of me, her hand hovering over her Tempus Imperium.

			‘Stay behind me, and be prepared to—’

			‘What? I don’t understand!’

			Woof! Woof! 

			A black Labrador bolted out of the scrub and ran past us.

			‘Rufus! Rufus, come here!’

			A man in running shorts and a headlamp came running down the path at full speed.

			‘Sorry! I’m trying to catch my dog,’ he panted, whizzing past.

			‘Phew!’ I said, letting my shoulders slump. ‘That was a false alarm, wasn’t it?’

			Penny turned to me and grabbed my wrist. ‘Charlie, promise me. You’ll always be careful of the shadows. Promise me!’

			‘Ouch! That’s too tight!’

			‘Promise me!’

			‘Okay, okay. I promise.’ I said, as she let me go.

			It was only four years later that I finally learnt what that promise meant.

			PART 1
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			Adelaide, January 2015

			I spent the summer between the end of high school and the start of university working at Happy Jack’s Pizza Shack on Portrush Road in Adelaide. Five nights a week, 2 pm to midnight, trying to save enough money for university. My parents had been able to afford to put me through boarding school, but the drought had badly affected our family agricultural supplies business. Now that I was almost eighteen, I needed to fend for myself. Luckily, I could stay with my grandmother in the city.

			These months between the end of Year 12 and the start of university felt like a form of purgatory. Even the weather obliged, with a series of heatwaves that melted the asphalt; the government warned of ‘catastrophic’ fire conditions and the air tasted of ash. After each shift I tried to sleep under the arthritic ceiling fan in Grandma Penny’s spare room, but still woke bathed in sweat at least twice a night. Every night I counted down the days to university: thirty-three, thirty-two, thirty-one, thirty, a countdown meant to convince me that a double degree in Law and Arts was what I really wanted to do with my life.

			My friends all seemed to be so clear about their futures. Lynn, by the age of ten, had already known she wanted to be a doctor like her parents. Annabel planned to be a dentist, while Jacinta aspired to be a concert pianist. At the end of Year 10, the Careers Counsellor had met with each student and helped us select subjects and a career pathway. Despite my indifference, I somehow ended up with a plan to study Law.

			Twenty-three, twenty-two, twenty-one … Those numbers were my daily mantra now. I had achieved the required results and my parents appeared happy to brag that there would soon be a lawyer in the family, but something felt wrong about my course choice. A hint of unease hid like a reef or rocky outcrop under the surface of the ocean, waiting to snag unsuspecting ships.

			Each morning I woke up, ticked off another day and scrolled through my phone to see what my friends were doing. Even Dan, my boyfriend, seemed to be having fun in his R. M. Williams boots, moleskin trousers and Akubra hat, standing outside a shed where a wool sale was about to start. Unlike me, Dan had taken a proper gap year to work on his parents’ farm while playing halfback for the Currency Creek Cougars. Part of me envied the ease of Dan’s choices, an ugly barnacle of a feeling that felt abrasive, until I put my phone away. At least when I worked at Happy Jack’s Pizza Shack, time passed quickly, between pizza preparation and fielding customer complaints as an assistant manager.

			Tonight was quiet for a Tuesday night, despite the heat. Only fifteen days to go and I could reduce the number of shifts I worked. A cricket match played on the radio and the delivery drivers took bets on the highest-scoring batter.

			It was 9 pm when my phone buzzed in my pocket. One missed call, then another—8:01, then 8:20, 9:15 and so on, each from my grandmother. Eventually she rang Pizza Shack’s landline and I picked up.

			‘Charlotte … Charlie, be careful. The syneghasts, they’ve come,’ she wheezed.

			‘The what?’

			‘Syneghasts.’

			‘Grandma, I don’t have time for this. I’m at work.’

			‘Be careful of shadows. They hide there.’

			I loved Grandma Penny, but this last month had been exhausting. I had agreed to stay with her—firstly to reduce my accommodation costs, but also to help care for my grandmother until Mum found her a bed in a nursing home. Her faculties, once sharpened on crosswords, sudoku and reading a book a week, had dulled. When Penny squeezed my hand at night while we watched television, her grip felt brittle like tissue paper. And, what if she fell and I wasn’t there? Last November, Penny had fallen and spent a week in the hospital recovering. These worries had a way of narrowing my vision and making it hard to breathe. 

			Two nights ago, I’d even dreamt she had died. Me holding my grandmother’s hand as she lay on the ground. Her last breath escaping, despite my best attempts at CPR. A mahogany coffin positioned in front of an altar. Mum’s face streaked with tears, while my own shoulders heaved with sobs. I’d been too late, but too late for what? I always hated how these dreams forced me to speculate. When I told Grandma Penny the next morning, she had said with a sigh, ‘Not to worry, dear. I’m old. I know I’ll die one day.’

			‘Charlie, tell me you’ll watch for those syneghasts?’ she implored now.

			‘I’ll be home just after midnight, Gran,’ I sighed. ‘Make sure you take your tablets before bed. Bye.’

			Yet Be careful of shadows hung like a bat in my mind. Why was she returning to this now? Why–after so many years? The logical part of me dismissed it, but I couldn’t forget the way her voice trembled.

			***

			At 12:30 am I checked my phone, but only Dan had texted. He had sent me three hearts and a reminder about booking a weekend off to go to his cousin’s wedding with him. I counted the change and closed the cash register. I could hear Mario, the owner, humming Led Zeppelin in the kitchen, so I locked the front door and went out back to see him.

			‘Finished, Charlie?’

			‘Yes, I just need you to lock the takings in the safe.’

			‘No worries, just give me a second to finish here.’

			Mario took another huge swipe over the kitchen bench with his sponge. His forearms bulged from lifting sacks of flour and carrying twenty pizza pans at a time. When he cleaned, the bench got punished for being dirty, smacked with sweeping strokes that left it shiny and clean.

			‘Charlie, would you be able to pick up an extra shift this Saturday? My Nona’s been struggling, and I promised I’d make her dinner this weekend and also do her gardening?’

			‘All right, will do.’ I sighed, but still nodded. The best part of working late on a Saturday evening was the penalty rates, and I did want to buy a new laptop before university started. My parents had bought my current one when I was in Year 7, and it ran so slowly that video watching and web browsing were close to impossible.

			‘What would I do without you, Charlie? You’re always willing to pick up an extra shift.’

			‘Um, just a reminder, Mario, but the following weekend I’ve got to go home for a wedding?’

			‘Yeah, no problem. Hitansh will take your shifts.’

			I left the bag containing the night’s cash takings on the kitchen bench and grabbed my backpack.

			‘Bye Mario! See you on Thursday!’

			Penny still owned an old manual VW Beetle that hadn’t been driven since 2013. I preferred to bus it to Happy Jack’s Pizza Shack and get a delivery driver like Sayad to drop me home afterwards.

			Sayad, as he often explained to me, had come from a wealthy New Delhi family to study commerce and law at UniSA. In India, he always wore starched shirts and long pants, with his hair trimmed and parted in the middle. However, in Adelaide, he liked to dye his hair green on the right side, pop in a nose ring, and wear skinny jeans and a white t-shirt. All night, he fielded messages on his phone and asked my opinion about the boys that he talked to.

			‘A lift, Charlie? Girlfriend, I’d love to,’ he said.

			Sayad’s car was a Subaru WRX that shone even at night because of his daily polishing. Other drivers flooded their back seats and footwells with burger wrappers, parking tickets and empty water bottles, but Sayad’s smelt of pine freshener rather than stale McDonalds.

			‘Bollywood okay?’ he grinned before flicking on the car stereo. A thumping rhythm in Hindi rocked the car as we drove towards Grandma Penny’s place. She lived in a tree-lined inner suburb of endless cul-de-sacs and roundabouts. Fifteen years ago, she’d moved to a smaller place in a housing estate where the builders had placed streetlights on every corner. Yet as we approached, darkness massed at the edge of the estate.

			‘That’s weird,’ I yelled over the music at Sayad. ‘It must be a power blackout.’

			Each house seemed braced against the night with blinds and security shutters drawn, the residents tucked up inside under their blankets of sleep and dreams. Only our two headlights fought back against the thick fog.

			‘Where is it again?’ Sayad asked. ‘My phone’s cut out and there’s no GPS.’

			That’s strange, I thought. Grandma Penny lived so close to the city that you always had at least four bars.

			Slowly, we negotiated the turns and roundabouts of Grandma Penny’s estate. Usually the solar-powered security lights above each driveway would flick on and off as a car passed by, but tonight, nothing.

			Sayad turned off his Bollywood playlist, plunging us into silence. A shroud of nothingness came down abruptly and startled me, like the first and only time I’d taken a sleeping pill. One moment the world was outlined sharply in shadows and muted colours, and then naught.

			When Sayad spoke again, I was surprised at how relieved I felt.

			‘Charlie, you’ll have to guide me. I can barely see the road signs.’

			‘A left then a right,’ I answered, but was it two lefts then a right? The fog made the street signs difficult to read. ‘Go straight ahead and through the roundabout.’

			These estate houses appeared so similar, arranged in rows like desks in a classroom, their residents’ foibles hard to see in the dark: the prize-winning roses, the ADVENTURE BEFORE DEMENTIA bumper sticker on the caravan in the driveway, and a garden gnome in boxer shorts sitting on a toilet reading.

			‘I think it’s the next right and then two houses from the corner on the left.’

			Sayad parked the car alongside Penny’s driveway. He took in a deep breath and looked around. ‘You okay, girl? I’ll wait until you’re inside.’

			I stepped out of the car. Even the dots of the solar-powered garden lights were out. Odd. I flicked on the torch app on my phone. Above me, a creature scuttled across the power lines. A possum? Something hissed in the bushes nearby. Why weren’t the neighbourhood dogs barking? Normally the smallest sniff of a possum or a cat was enough to set off a chorus of dogs woofing. The elderly residents of Penny’s estate liked their dogs to be of the small, yapping kind—fox terriers, chihuahuas and Pomeranians. Dogs that needed to compensate for their lack of size with volume.

			I shone the phone light towards Penny’s screen door and saw that it was open. One of the glass panels in the front door behind it was broken.

			‘Sayad! Help!’ I called.

			Out of the corner of my eye something moved in the shadows. Too big for a possum or neighbourhood cat, it glimmered for a second like its coat was made from an oil slick, front paws and head down, hind legs and tail up, crouching.

			‘What’s up?’ whispered Sayad, and I turned.

			When I looked back, the creature had gone.

			‘Look!’ I pointed at the door, feeling panic rise like the winds ahead of a stormfront.

			‘Shoot!’ he exclaimed. ‘Wait for me. I’ll grab something from the car.’

			Sayad returned with a tyre iron and we pushed the door open.

			‘Gran! Gran!’ I called. My heart thumped, and I felt dizzy. Where was she?

			The chair Penny kept by the phone in the hallway lay on the ground. The grandfather clock’s glass door was smashed. The four clocks hanging on the wall were paused at midnight, the wooden cuckoo frozen halfway out, its beak open as though stunned. I flicked the hallway light switch—UP/DOWN, UP/DOWN—but it still didn’t work.

			‘Grandma? Where are you?’

			Telemachus brushed against my leg and meowed, so I picked him up. He had a torn ear and was bleeding from several bites on his back and paws. He looked like he had lost a fight with the colony of feral cats that lived in the local park. His whole body shook as he nuzzled into my chest.

			‘Where is she?’ I begged him. Penny loved this cat and would never leave him in such a state. When I accidentally patted him on a sore spot near the tail, Telemachus flinched and stuck his claws into me. ‘Ouch!’ I yelped, dropping him to the ground, where he fled through my legs and hid under the coffee table in the living room.

			I checked the bedrooms, and Sayad did the same for the laundry and the kitchen.

			Finally, I went outside. I could hear Sayad checking the bathroom and study. This side of the estate backed on to a large public park and nature reserve. Again, something moved, too large to be a cat, possum or koala, in a nearby gumtree’s branches.

			‘Gran?’ I cried again, my voice trembling.

			‘Charlie?’ The croak trailed off somewhere near the fence line.

			I shone my phone light towards Penny’s voice.

			It stood on four legs over her, silver saliva dripping from its mouth. Underneath me, the ground groaned and trembled.

			Whoosh! Without warning, the power surged back on.

			‘WE BRING YOU TONIGHT’S BREAKING NEWS!’

			Cuckoo! Cuckoo!

			The beast vanished as Penny’s house lit up like a football stadium.

			‘Gran!’ I dropped to my knees and cradled her head in my arms. ‘Sayad, call an ambulance!’

			Her eyes flickered, and she coughed, the breath rattling in her chest.

			‘What happened?’

			‘Tell them that the key to the syneghasts lies with Kepplar,’ she gasped.

			‘Who’s them?’ I asked as her pulse weakened, my grief growing from a passing shower to a storm cloud and then a hurricane. No! No, this can’t be happening! We were meant to have more time together. I laid her back on the ground and began CPR, barely noticing the threads of silver residue that came away from her hair and fixed themselves to my fingertips.

			‘Sayad, where’s that ambulance?’ I cried as my grandmother’s pulse stopped.
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			‘Charlie, five minutes.’

			I looked up at Mum from my bed in Penny’s spare room. Despite her best attempts, the foundation she’d applied couldn’t hide the fact that she had been crying.

			Outside, the rain beat its fists against the windows. One of those unseasonal summer storms, where the rain for the last two months comes down in an hour.

			‘Okay,’ I sighed and tickled Telemachus under his chin. The scratches on his back were healing, but the one on his face made him look lopsided. ‘She’s gone,’ I said to him as he purred. ‘What happened, Tee?’ Every night since her death, he’d slept on my bed. During the day, he followed me, a pale grey shadow that tracked me from room to room and pursued me even to the bus stop.

			I roused myself and went through the hallway to the bathroom. Each door handle still bore traces of the fingerprint dust the police had left behind, despite Dad’s best efforts at cleaning it off. Dad had wound most of the clocks, but the cuckoo clock remained stuck, the bird trapped halfway out the chalet’s doors.

			I splashed water on my face. In the mirror my eyes were red-rimmed, and my brown hair glistened with grease. The black dress I wore made my face look paler than normal. For a moment, I pressed my knuckle firmly into my forehead, hoping the physical pain would rouse me.

			Grandma Penny, what happened?

			Once the doctor had declared that she’d died of a stroke, the police had lost interest. Nothing was missing. The smashed glass pane in the door and the overturned chair meant nothing. Instead, a blood clot had exploded in her head. The pressure in her brain had caused her to stagger through the house, breaking the glass pane and knocking over a chair. No one, not even the power company, had offered an explanation for the blackout.

			The unseasonal fog? The creature made from shadows? The syneghasts? A sign of my trauma, they told my parents.

			Every night since her death, my sleep had come in shreds. 11 pm bedtime, but I was awake at 12:45 am until the exhaustion drowned me. 4 am, awake again. My eyes were bloodshot as I retreated to the couch to watch infomercials selling Ab-Master Pros, facial creams and life-changing ladders. I hoped that the enthusiastic monotones of these presenters would eventually dull my brain and dreams, but my attempts at self-medication often failed. These days, even my shifts at Happy Jacks became a liquid concrete through which I dragged myself on only four hours of sleep.

			‘Charlie, I think you should move home for a while,’ said Dad as we drove to the church. ‘You’ve barely slept since Penny’s death. We’re worried about you.’

			I wanted to argue, fight back, crash my head into a brick wall, but I knew he was right. The thought of starting university in two weeks without Penny waiting for me back at her house always sent me into tears.

			‘Only if Telemachus can come,’ I replied.

			‘Fine. Another cat won’t make a difference,’ Dad said.

			***

			The Church of Saint Expedite sat on the intersection of two major roads, one leading to the rolling wheat belt just beyond the city and the other to the bushfire-devastated hills. It had a gothic formality that so many other Catholic churches lacked now, with a disused confessional and a statue of the Virgin Mary surrounded by candles. Up the back sat an organ, although the last competent organist had died in 1992.

			To me, it seemed fitting to hold Penny’s funeral service at the Church of Saint Expedite—the patron saint of speedy resolutions. She never wasted time on unnecessary words or actions and hated the trash of euphemisms like ‘working families,’ ‘efficiencies’ and ‘KPIs’ that padded so much political speech on television. She hand-washed the dishes after dinner and folded the laundry promptly, unlike at my parents’ place where the laundry basket sat in the corner for days.

			The current priest at Saint Expedite appeared barely old enough to attend a seminary, let alone, say, a funeral Mass for my grandmother. Under his chin, a few red pimples sat where there should have been facial hair. He grabbed my mother’s hand and shook it as we came inside. ‘I’m so sorry for your loss. Penelope was much loved in the parish. Many of her fellow volunteers from the St Vincent De Paul society are here today to pay their respects.’

			We sat at the front, with my Aunty Margaret, who’d flown in the night before from Hong Kong. Behind us were thirty ageing parishioners, roughly ordered based on their state of decrepitude—those requiring wheelchairs and walking frames seated towards the back and on the end of rows, while those only needing a walking stick sat closer to the front. Most of the men wore ill-fitting suits that smelt of mothballs and resembled those in a movie prom scene from the 1980s. Near the back sat Dan with his parents, as the Fitzpatricks had known Penny for almost as long as they had known Mum.

			There was only one person, apart from my family and the Fitzpatricks, whose age lowered the overall mortality rate. He sat in the very last pew near the exit. His shoulders slumped dressed in his tailored black suit with pinstripes. Grief had flatlined him in the same way it had me.

			‘Who’s that?’ I whispered.

			‘I don’t know. Maybe someone from the parish?’ replied Dad.

			A photo of a young Penny in black and white, taken during World War Two, sat on top of her coffin. She smiled in the photo, her hair curled and layered and her neck framed by a set of white pearls. I wiped away another tear as Mum began her eulogy.

			‘My mother was born on the second of April in 1921 in Oxfordshire. Her father was the village solicitor and believed in girls’ education, encouraging in her a love of physics and classical mythology. During the war she worked for the Ministry of Health in London as a typist. My mother survived the Blitz by sleeping in an air raid shelter. She used to say that if Hitler couldn’t finish her off, then no one could.’

			When I was in Year 9, I’d interviewed Penny about her experiences of the Blitz for a history project. The damp Anderson shelter in the garden at her boarding house. The crowded underground tube stations at night. The lack of nylon stockings. Brown bread without butter and only carrot jam. Lukewarm cups of black tea. The way bombs could destroy nearly every house in a street, but still leave one standing. The young SOE officer whom she loved before Grandad, but who never returned from a mission into occupied France.

			‘In 1949, Mum emigrated to Australia. She hated how it constantly rained in England. She met Dad at a local dance run by the parish.’

			At least she’s with Grandad now, I thought. A man who’d died when I was four, but whose photos haunted Penny’s house. Them smiling together on their wedding day, him in his army officer’s uniform on the Kokoda Track, and a family portrait where Mum and her older sister Margaret wore their best party dresses.

			When I was in boarding school, we had talked almost daily. Penny had challenged me when friends or teachers sent me into tears. ‘Don’t be such a hysteric, darling! It’s not worth it,’ she told me. Sometimes I slammed the phone down in anger, but she always rang the next day. The Second World War had taught Penny not to waste words, food, paper or rubber bands. She had seen too many bodies brought out on stretchers and laid out in neat rows on the sidewalk with their faces covered by blankets.

			Tell them that the key to the syneghasts lies with Kepplar.

			Who was this ‘them’ she’d referred to? How could I give a message to someone or something I didn’t know? And what was a syneghast? Was it that dog-like creature I’d witnessed standing over her? At least I knew who Kepplar was, or so I thought. My grandmother had a whole shelf of books by him or about his work in physics, but his equations seemed dense and made from barbed wire. I’d already tried twice to open his books and search for references to syneghasts, but my vision soon became blurred with tears, and I’d had to shut them and promise myself I’d come back to them when I felt less upset.

			The ‘confused ramblings’ of a dying woman is what Mum and Dad believed I’d heard—the blood clot fracturing her thought processes as it killed her. Yet I couldn’t forget the creature I’d seen standing over her. Where did it go?
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			Currency Creek, July 2015

			I spent the next few months after the funeral back home in Currency Creek, where Mum and Dad treated me like one of Penny’s antique clocks—one that had broken down and required repairs. Daily they reminded me to wash my hair, to eat and to exercise. Some days I put on my running shoes and ran for hours down dirt roads, not caring if I twisted an ankle. I ran until I doubled over with my hands on my knees and the air I took in burnt my throat. The words Tell them that the key to the syneghasts lies with Kepplar knotted up inside my brain, making it tough to focus on anything but breathing.

			I deferred university and archived my plans to study a double degree in Law and Arts. Getting through twenty-four hours each day seemed hard enough, let alone planning essays and exam revision schedules for a course I wasn’t even certain I wanted to do.

			‘Charlie, enough’s enough,’ said Dad, one night at the dinner table.

			For the last twenty minutes I had been pushing a piece of broccoli around my plate, after eating only four bites of steak and two forkfuls of mashed potato. My clothes hung off my frame, and I had started using a narrower notch on my belt. I had spent my adolescence worrying about my weight and the stodgy rice and pasta that formed the basis of most boarding-house meals, but it took my grandmother’s death to drop me from a size 12 to a 10.

			‘You need to come and work for me for a while. This moping about all day needs to stop.’

			‘But—’

			‘Charlie,’ said Mum. ‘When you’re not outside running, you spend the day hiding under a doona watching videos with that cat of your grandmother’s. It’s not healthy. At least if you work for your father, you might develop a proper appetite.’

			I sniffled. I wanted to argue, but I recognised the tone of voice Mum used. She had inherited it from Grandma Penny, who liked to employ it on parking inspectors and naughty toddlers. This wasn’t a negotiation, but rather a pre-planned ambush.

			‘And God knows, I could use the help. I’ve been short-staffed since Simon took that manager’s position at the Bunnings in Victor,’ Dad added.

			I dropped my shoulders and forced down another bite of steak.

			***

			On the weekends, when I wasn’t working for Dad, I went to the footy and watched Dan play. Dan in his blue-and-white-striped Currency Creek Cougars jersey, with his thatch of blonde hair that always flopped over one eye, no matter how much he brushed it. I liked to sit on the bonnet of his ute and watch when it wasn’t too cold. When the match finished, Dan would give me one of those grins of his, the one that, no matter what he had done, made his mum laugh, before heading off to the change rooms for a shower. I knew the other local girls looked at Dan and wondered how someone like me had ended up with him. Me with my mousy brown hair, who preferred a night in watching a movie to clinging to the shadows at parties held by people I barely remembered from primary school. In contrast, Dan controlled the centre, with his smile and the stories that made others laugh.

			Dan and I grew up together. We’d swum in dams together, ridden dirt bikes, and I was there on the day Dan broke his leg after falling off the shed roof. He’d always been my best friend, and I’d never thought of him as boyfriend material until the night of my Year 11 formal. Dan had gone with one of the other boarders, but we’d spent the whole night giggling and laughing at our own in-jokes. He kissed me for the first time that night on the dance floor.

			However, things felt different now. We were both older, and I had changed after Penny’s death. Sometimes being with Dan felt like a performance, in which I knew my cues by rote.

			Unlike me, Dan had taken his gap year willingly, deferring medicine to work on the family farm for a year. He seemed to revel in fixing fences, shearing sheep and going to the pub with the footy team after training. Me, I felt like an interloper, even though I had lived in Currency Creek all my life. My grief and depression made people my own age wary of me, and it was only through Dan’s efforts that they included me at all.

			One Saturday evening, I went with Dan to a bonfire party out in someone’s back paddock. A recently felled gum tree lay on its side, freshly chainsawed into logs to dump on the fire. Dan parked his ute on the edge of the bonfire, then disappeared to find us some drinks.

			I sat on the end of the ute’s tray, staring into the fire and thinking about Penny. What would she have thought of me? Charlie, stop moping about! Those words, said with the authority of her English accent, part BBC World Service and part the Queen’s Christmas Address. I wanted to protest. What had killed Grandma Penny? I shivered again at the memory of that beast standing over her.

			‘Charlie!’

			I flinched.

			‘Charlie! It’s just me. Sorry it took so long to find us a drink. I got distracted by Tommo’s new ute.’

			I let my shoulders slump as Dan put his arms around me.

			‘Geez, you’re cold. I’ll get the picnic blanket.’

			Dan draped the blanket around my shoulders and I took a sip of Diet Coke. In front of me, someone threw another log on the fire, which spat and crackled in pleasure.

			‘Is everything okay, Charlie?’

			I nodded and sipped the Diet Coke again.

			‘You haven’t seemed all right since your grandmother passed away.’

			Tears filled my eyes. I tried to wipe them away with the edge of my sleeve.

			‘No, not really,’ I said.

			‘I’ve tried to give you time and space, but your dad pulled me aside the other day and asked me to talk to you.’

			I felt a sinkhole opening up between us.

			‘I’ve never seen you this way before, where you just go through the motions. Please tell me what I can do to help?’

			Dan squeezed my shoulders, pulling me closer to him. He smelt of wood smoke and the cheap body wash that the footy club kept in the change rooms.

			‘I’m sorry. Ever since Penny died, I’ve felt out of sorts. That I failed. That I could have saved her.’

			‘But she died of a stroke?’

			I wanted to remind Dan of what I saw that night, but knew that like my parents, he believed the ‘official’ explanation.

			I sighed. ‘She’d been ringing me all night at Happy Jacks. We weren’t even busy. I could have finished early and gone home to check on her. Instead I let my grandmother die.’

			‘Oh, don’t blame yourself,’ he said, before pulling me into an embrace and kissing me. I knew he wanted this moment to be about us, but part of me felt closed off and separate, like I was watching myself on stage. It was the same part that still believed in what I saw that night, standing above Penny.

			***

			Lamp’s Agricultural Supplies squatted between a service station and an empty storefront where, despite the dust, the word ‘Haberdashery’ was still visible on the front window. Currency Creek had always been one of those country towns where the only places that opened after 7 pm were the pub and the fish’n’chip shop. Lamp’s Agricultural Supplies shut by 6 pm on weeknights and only opened between 9 am and 12 pm on Saturdays. Business had been slow since a Bunnings had opened in nearby Victor Harbor. Dad had already let two staff go, and another had resigned, and at least with me, I worked for food and board.

			It appealed to me to lose myself in rows of stock feed, fertiliser and barbed wire and fill the space between waking and sleeping with something familiar. Three days a week I was on the floor, with Dad in the back room doing paperwork. The only time I needed Dad was for those whose accounts were in the red. Those farmers came in and glanced around the store, checking that no one they knew was there before approaching the front counter. Next, they placed a smartphone with a cracked screen on the front counter, followed by a wallet held together with a rubber band.

			‘Can I speak to your father?’ they asked in low voices, their eyes fixed on the chipped woodwork of the front counter.

			‘Dad?’ I’d call out before heading into the nearest aisle and start to tidy up our displays of wire-cutters, hammers and nails.

			I only hated working in the store at closing time. Occasionally Dad expected me to do it by myself: lock the doors, clean up and balance the till while he attended a Southern Fleurieu Rotary Club meeting or went to CFS training.

			That July, it was dark by 5 pm. We were at the other end of the main street, a good eight hundred metres from the fish’n’chip shop and the pub. If I looked down the street, I could just make out the outlines of the cars parked in front of the pub and hear their doors opening and slamming shut. Without the clouds of rain overhead, the days and nights rarely snuck above ten degrees. I spent much of the day wearing a black down jacket that my parents had bought me for a school ski trip. In the mornings, I broke the ice on the ute’s windscreen by pouring tap water over it before driving into work with Dad.

			‘Charlie, is it okay if you close tonight? There’s a Rotary meeting in Victor and I need to do some shopping beforehand,’ said Dad. ‘I’ll pick you up around 8 pm.’

			‘Okay,’ I sighed, even though I had been counting the minutes until closing time. I wanted to go home and curl up under my doona, and watch videos on my laptop, with Telemachus by my side. I knew closing tonight would take some time, as the bins needed to be put out for collection. This meant mopping the floors and cleaning the staff kitchen and bathroom.

			Dad departed at 4 pm, which left an hour to closing. Between 4 and 5 pm was often our quietest period of the day. Most of the farmers preferred to do their shopping in the morning, after the school and grocery run. Despite it only being ten degrees outside, Dad refused to close the shop door as to him, an open door meant ‘Welcome,’ so I spent this hour scrolling through my phone while trying not to lose my fingers to frostbite. Lynn had shared a photo of their first drink post-exams, and Annabel was out at an Asian fusion restaurant, whereas I sat on a vinyl-covered stool where duct tape covered over the cracks. I let myself tumble into the rabbit hole of random online videos: trailers for the upcoming seasons of my favourite shows and the latest superhero movie, followed by viral clips of cats sitting on robotic vacuum cleaners and Jack Russells jumping over childproof gates.

			Bang!

			The shop front door slammed shut, making the front window rattle. The calendar pinned to the noticeboard behind me crashed into the floor.

			I flinched. What was that? The wind?

			Normally a thirty-kilogram bag of chicken feed kept the door propped open. These bags were so heavy that I preferred to move them around using a sack-truck. I went outside, where the flag in front of the war memorial hung from its pole, unmoved. The litter wrappers and dry gum leaves sat stiff as corpses in the gutter. Only the bag of chicken feed had changed. Something had slashed it open, letting the pellets bleed out across the pavement. Huh? What had done this? 

			Even the birds that normally sat on the powerlines and stained the war memorial with their droppings had fled the cold. I looked closer again. Perhaps, I rationalised, the bag’s weave was faulty. What else could it be?

			I grabbed a dustpan and broom and started cleaning up
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